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Abstract
The main objective of this study was to analyse the role played by women in ceramic production in León between the fifteenth and 
twentieth centuries. To this end, we studied the information contained in manuscript and printed sources and combined this 
approach with oral interviews and field work. We have been able to distinguish the work performed by the master potters, who 
extracted the clay, shaped the wares and fired them, from the tasks that were left to the apprentices, usually their children, or the 
women, who participated in the extraction of raw materials, prepared the clay, laid out the wares to dry and helped the potter to 
load and unload the kiln and to decorate the wares.
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1. Introduction
The main objective of this study was to analyse the role played by women in ceramic production in León between 
the fifteenth and twentieth centuries†. To this end, we studied the information contained in manuscript and printed 
sources and combined this approach with oral interviews and field work. Obviously, the introduction of mechanisation 
* Tel.: +0035 936925861.
rmarp@unileon.es
† This study forms part of the research project entitled "Marginación y asistencia social en el Noroeste de la Península Ibérica durante el Antiguo 
Régimen ", funded by the Ministry of Science and Innovation (Ref. HAR 2010-17780).
   t rs. ublished by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
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214   Raquel Martínez Peñín /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  161 ( 2014 )  213 – 219 
in recent decades has changed some of the stages in the operational chain, especially with regard to the work performed 
by women. For this reason, oral interviews with different generations of women potters have proved to be of 
inestimable importance, representing a highly effective means of elucidating their role in the more or less immediate 
past.
From the ethnographic point of view, we focused on a town with a long tradition of pottery production that remains 
active in the sector today, taking this as our point of reference from which to elucidate the role that women have 
traditionally exercised in the production of ceramic wares. The town in question was Jiménez de Jamuz, located in 
León. In fact, Jiménez de Jamuz is the only centre of artisanal production that remains active in the province of León 
in the early twenty-first century (Köpke, 1981; Sempere, 1982; Brando Castillo and González Arpide, 1990; Alonso 
Ponga, 1994).
Furthermore, according to the documentary evidence identified to date, ceramic production in this area dates back 
to at least the beginning of the Early Modern Period, although it would not be unreasonable to postulate an even longer 
tradition. 
Lastly, despite the above-mentioned changes in the recent past, there is no doubt that in essence, the production 
process employed at Jiménez de Jamuz presents certain similarities with that of mediaeval times.
2. Sources
2.1. Documentary sources
Fiscal sources proved to be extremely useful in the documentary study of this production centre; besides citing the 
heads of households, the censuses sometimes recorded their occupation, enabling us to establish the existence of 
potters in the town at the time when these were conducted. There are a number of censuses available which refer to 
Jiménez de Jamuz. For example, the 1591 census of Castile (González, 1829) recorded the number of inhabitants 
residing in this town at that time. However, the information this census contains is of a very general nature and does 
not include a record of the residents' occupations. Another possible source of information for the sixteenth century, 
the Treasury Records preserved in the Simancas General Archive, also failed to indicate occupation. The documentary 
source which proved most useful in our study was unquestionably the Catastro of Ensenada, a large-scale census 
carried out in Spain in 1752 (Archivo Histórico Provincial de León, AHPL, Catastro de Ensenada, Respuestas 
Generales).  Besides naming the heads of households, this census recorded their occupation, and thus there is 
documentary evidence of the existence of forty-one potters in Jiménez in the year that the census was conducted. Of 
these, only one was a woman, possibly a widow with children who continued plying the head of the household's trade 
after his death.
The 1768 Aranda census (Biblioteca de la Academia de la Historia, BAH, Censo de Aranda, obispado de Astorga)
provides a general record of three hundred and eleven residents in the town, but does not specify their occupations.  
Meanwhile, the 1787 Floridablanca census (García España, 1987) records three hundred and thirteen residents in 
Jiménez de Jamuz, twenty of whom were artisans and twenty were labourers, suggesting that some of those in both 
groups were engaged in this trade, either as master potters or as employees. 
In addition to these censuses, several old gazetteers that included the León area also provided useful information, 
since these cite the economic and industrial activities carried out in different towns. In the case of Jiménez de Jamuz, 
ceramics production played a prominent role, suggesting the importance that this craft attained in the nineteenth 
century. The gazetteers consulted included the Diccionario geográfico-estadístico de España y Portugal, by Sebastián 
Miñano and Bedoya (1826), which recorded that the potteries of Jiménez de Jamuz supplied ceramic wares to“the 
entire region as far as Leon”. The importance of these activities is also mentioned in the Diccionario geográfico-
estadístico-histórico by Pascual Madoz (1850). In his Diccionario, the author Madoz referred to the town of Jiménez 
de Jamuz as follows: “potteries that supply almost all the villages and towns in the district as far as León, ordinary 
linen looms and a few flour mills”.
Meanwhile, among documents of a more personal nature, the inventories made of goods following the decease of 
potters in the town were also highly informative. Preserved in the Provincial Archives of León, these documents offer 
the possibility of delving into the private sphere of this socioeconomic sector. The tools listed in this kind of inventory 
provide a good indication of the physical environment in which the potters worked. From among the inventories 
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examined, we have chosen one from 1789 concerning a potter named Bartolomé Cabañas, due to the detailed 
information it contains related to our subject of study (AHPL, Protocolos notariales, Box 7601). After his death, his 
widow and children requested an inventory and valuation of the goods in the house and workshop that the deceased 
had owned in the centre of the town. The inventory lists some of the items essential to the work of a potter, including 
equipment for clay extraction (wagon, carts, sieves and a mattock) and draught animals (oxen and cattle), tools used 
for clay preparation (rake, metal shovel), carts and wagons to transport the clay from the extraction area, sieves to sift 
the clay, a wheel for shaping with an upper disc, shelves on which the finished wares were kept, an iron shovel used 
to load the fuel into the kiln, a small ladder used to observe the firing process, a collection of ceramic wares, and 
wicker baskets into which the finished wares were loaded for transporting to where they would be sold.
This document not only records the location of the house and workshop in Jiménez, but also provides details about 
some of the rooms. There was a kitchen workshop with a fireplace, in which both domestic and professional activities 
were carried out, a room that housed the pottery kiln and another beside the house with a bread oven and passage. In 
the front of the house there was a courtyard with a tile covered entrance where the fuel for the kiln was stored, and 
some doors onto the street providing access to the house. At the rear of the house there was another courtyard with a 
very large entrance, through which the carts and wagons could go in and out.
Lastly, the inventory lists the land that Bartolomé Cabañas owned in the surrounding area. Among the arable fields 
mentioned, there was a flax field (the flax field at Cad de Abajo), where the potter obtained some of the fuel for his 
kiln, and some plots where the clay was extracted (Barreros de Valdepiertigas, La Barrerina, etc.), whose names reflect 
a 'fossilised' toponymy referring to the activity carried out there.
2.2. Oral sources
As mentioned previously, our main objective was to study ceramic production in Jiménez de Jamuz and the role 
played in this activity by women. Our analysis included a consideration of the characteristics of the technological 
process of ceramic production using the wheel, the equipment necessary for this activity, and the people engaged in 
each stage of the operational chain.
The information presented here was obtained during field work conducted over the past few years which involved 
direct observation of the daily activities carried out by some of the men and women potters who still employ this 
method of working today. To collect information about this occupation in the past, we devised a series of 
questionnaires which we administered to elderly potters and others who, even today, still work in this profession. The 
oral information provided by different generations of the Peñín Vivas family of potters was of particular relevance, 
since their knowledge of this craft has been garnered over decades and was of enormous importance. 
Similarly, their experience was critical in order to gain an understanding of each stage of the operational chain 
entailed in this process, describing both the tasks which corresponded exclusively to the female sex and those which 
women were not permitted to carry out.
3. Ceramic production
3.1. Extraction of the raw materials
The pottery town of Jiménez de Jamuz is located nearby an open clay deposit owned by the potters, called Los 
Barreros, and an area of scrubland known as Casas Viejas, where it was relatively easy to obtain fuel for kiln firing. 
The clay here has a high iron content and a reddish hue, and presents high plasticity (Alonso Herrero, 2004).
Together with the apprentices and women, the potters would dig in the Los Barreros clay deposit using mattocks, 
picks and shovels, following the vein of clay. Some days prior to extraction, it was customary to perform trial 
extractions in the deposit until reaching the best quality clay. Next, the potter would remove the sterile layer, known 
as the reblo, which was almost 1 m thick. The clay obtained was transported in wagons and carts pulled by draught 
animals to the house and workshop, where the women would spread it out and leave it to air in a small plot, known as 
a tendal, which had been prepared for that purpose. The raw material was usually extracted throughout spring and 
summer, collecting the amount required for the entire year.
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3.2. Preparation of the clay body
The women also removed impurities and smoothed and cleaned the clay in the same plots where ity had been left 
to air for a few days. Once some of the moisture in the clay had evaporated, the women were responsible for storing 
it in a small room, known as a toña, located next to the kitchen workshop, where it was left to continue drying.
Women were also involved in preparing the clay. First, the raw material had to be cleaned and any impurities 
removed, then it was crushed and screened in order to isolate any remaining impurities. The crushed clay was next 
immersed in a tank filled with water, known as the barrera, and stirred with the aid of a shovel made of oak (the 
batedera). The most common procedure was to leave the clay to soak for a few hours or keep it underwater for twenty 
four hours until it acquired the correct consistency.
The tanks in which the clay was soaked were always located inside the kitchen workshop; they consisted of small 
vats built above ground and standing one metre high, where the women stirred the clay. Afterwards, the clay was
moved to the workbench, where sometimes the potters and other times their wives worked the clay until it acquired 
the homogeneity and plasticity necessary for shaping. In the event that the clay body had retained too much moisture, 
the potter would spread it out on the kitchen workshop floor so that this absorbed some of the water. Another method 
was to add some of the sieved, dry clay until the obtaining correct moisture content. Kneading or wedging was 
performed by repeatedly lifting the clay with the hands and smacking it down onto the workbench, dividing it into 
portions that were joined together again by the pressure exerted. At the same time, any impurities remaining in the 
clay were removed. This part of the process was usually carried out by men. 
Depending on the wares that were to be produced, the potter would mix different additives with the clay matrix; 
thus, for example, coarse quartz sand was added to wares destined for culinary purposes, such as cooking pots, in 
order to provide these with greater resistance to the thermal changes they would be subjected to. In contrast, wares 
with a lead-based glaze presented a reddish, very purified body, with few mineral inclusions.
After wedging, the women formed the clay into truncated cone-shaped lumps and placed these near the potter's 
wheel, where they were left to stand for a few hours. These would then be kneaded again prior to use, although only 
the amount needed for each day's work.
3.3. Shaping
The potter's wheel was set up against one of the walls in the rectangular kitchen workshop. The wheel was made 
of oak and had two horizontal, parallel discs known as cabezuelas. These were connected by a vertical shaft, the lower 
part of which was buried in the ground.  The lower disc or flywheel, which had a radius of 0.5 m and stood about 0.1 
m off the floor, was driven by the potter's foot. The upper disc or wheel-head had a radius of 0.15 m, and it was here 
that the potter placed and centred the ball of clay for subsequent throwing using both hands. These two discs were 
positioned about one metre apart. The wheel shaft was supported by a cylindrical trunk with a central perforation in 
which it was anchored, and was also sunk about 0.1 m deep into the ground.
The potter worked sitting at the wheel with his back to the wall. The wheel was positioned on a bench made of 
three planks where the women placed the lump of clay and the tools required for shaping. This bench also had a space 
reserved for placing the planks, about 2.5 m long and 0.3 m wide, used to transfer the newly thrown pieces to where 
they would be left to dry. A horizontal plank braced the bench against the wall, whilst another plank attached to the 
wall and positioned at the same height as the wheel-head was used as a seat. The potter drove the flywheel with his 
right foot, thereby transmitting a centrifugal force to the wheel-head. The tools required for throwing were placed on 
the bench. The ball of clay, with the correct degree of moisture for throwing, was placed to the right of the potter, 
together with a container holding the water necessary for the potter to wet his hands and thus prevent the clay from 
sticking to them.
To throw the clay, the potter shaped the clay briskly with his hands, centring it on the wheel-head and hollowing it 
out by exerting pressure with his thumbs. With a closed fist and a protruding thumb, he put his right hand inside the 
form to start raising it whilst at the same time exerting pressure to achieve the desired size and thickness. The neck, 
rim and lip of the vessel were smoothed with a piece of leather known as the tiradera, and excess clay pared away 
with a scraper, which also closed the pores in the outer face. When incised decoration was desired, the wares were 
decorated on the wheel using a wooden stick, known as the punta de embocar, one end of which was sharpened, or 
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the fingers. Once finished, the piece was removed from the wheel-head by cutting through the base as near to the 
wheel-head as possible with a cutting wire, and it was then placed on a plank. When making large ceramic wares 
(pitchers and bowls, etc.), the potter would place a circular wooden disc on top of the wheel-head, and would throw 
the pieces on this.
3.4. Partial drying of the ceramic wares
After partial drying of the piece for two hours, until it attained the consistency of hard leather, the women would 
then attach the parts that it was not possible to shape on the wheel, such as handles and spouts. This process was 
known as enasado and embocado. Attaching handles and spouts, etc., required highly plastic clay, which often meant 
reusing the waste left over from throwing, known as ralillas.
After this partial drying, the clay attained the necessary degree of moisture content and hardness for the women -
again - to remove any excess clay (rebabas) remaining after throwing and smooth the bases (repasar la pieza), using a 
wooden scraper.
3.5. Complete drying
Before firing, it was imperative to remove any water that might still remain in the clay. Drying began in the house 
and workshop yard and terminated in the kitchen workshop. Drying by evaporation was carried out slowly in order to 
prevent the pieces from cracking, and for this reason the potter would ensure that the wares were not subjected to the 
direct action of air or sunshine during the initial hours of drying.
3.6. Decoration of the pieces
The ceramic pieces could be decorated with incisions or by indenting with rope, fingers and stamps, a task that was 
carried out by men during the initial drying stage, or they could be painted with calcium oxide (quicklime) dissolved 
in water, a task carried out by women and applied to unfired wares prior to glazing using brushes or chicken feathers. 
Glazed pieces were rendered impermeable using a lead-based glaze prepared in aqueous suspension. Glazes were 
applied either by dipping or by pouring the glaze over the outer or inner surface. This glaze consisted of lead sulphide, 
known by potters as leaf alcohol, purchased in galena mines that were worked in Linares (Jaén). This arrived in lumps 
that the women crushed with a hand mill and then mixed with water (envuelta) before sieving.
Prior to firing, the women decorated the wares with this glaze, using clay bowls and a broken pot. They would 
kneel on the floor, holding the piece in one hand and pouring the glaze with the other.
3.7. Firing process
The kiln was the private property of the potters and sometimes they rented it to others who did not have one and 
were known as tareeros. The fuel employed consisted of thin, dry branches of wood collected locally (heather and 
cistus), which reached very high temperatures when burnt. The materials used as fuel were collected by the wives and 
daughters of the potters in the nearby scrubland of Casas Viejas, or were purchased from farmers in the valley of 
Jamuz. The fuel was stored in a covered area to keep the wood dry until use, and this was located in the courtyard of 
the house and workshop, near the kiln.
The ceramic wares were fired in vertical shaft kilns, burning the wood in the lower chamber, the firebox, whilst 
the flames reached the upper chamber, the firing chamber, through the holes perforated in the centre and sides of the 
floor separating both chambers. Smoke escaped through a chimney at the top (Rhodes, 2004).
In our case, the kiln was erected in the courtyard of the house and workshop, and was a rectangular structure with 
walls of adobe coated inside with a layer of clay. The lower part of the kiln contained two distinct chambers: the 
firebox where the fuel was fed and the firing chamber where the pieces were placed for firing. The firebox was about 
1 m high and was separated from the firing chamber by the kiln floor, which in turn rested on a triple arch constructed 
in adobe. The fuel was fed into the firebox through an opening in one side of the kiln.
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The quadrangular firing chamber measured 2.20 m high and 1.20 m wide and consisted of several different parts. 
The kiln floor was 0.15 m thick and was made of adobe; it had fifteen round holes measuring 0.5 m in radius which 
faced up into the firing chamber, making it possible for the heat from the firebox to penetrate the firing chamber. A 
vertical pipe, made of roofing tile, was placed in each hole. One of these fifteen holes was situated in the kiln mouth 
or door, 1.80 m high and 0.40 m wide. Once the batch for firing had been loaded, the kiln door was closed up with a 
temporary wall of adobe, clay and tiles that would be torn down again once firing was over.
The kiln roof was constructed using centring. It was a domed structure built to house four quadrangular holes, 0.20 
m wide, which allowed the release of smoke, gases and flames, and also served to facilitate visual inspection of the 
firing. Sometimes, once this stage had concluded, the holes in the dome were covered with tile to maintain some of 
the kiln's internal temperature until the next firing.
Before loading, the potter removed any remaining ashes left over from previous firings. To fire the wares, pieces 
were placed inside the kiln via the kiln door and stacked on top of each other forming concentric circles (known as 
llevar la hila) until they reached the roof. The largest and unglazed wares were put in first, since these were the easiest 
to place in the firing chamber, and the smaller, glazed pieces were stacked on top. Once the firing chamber had been 
loaded, the door was sealed with adobe, clay and tiles.
The firebox was loaded via a side opening, and the women fed in dry wood as required using a metal shovel. Once 
loaded, the kiln was lit. The kiln was then heated gently for about three hours, until reaching a temperature of 200°C. 
During this stage, any moisture remaining in the wares after the second drying stage evaporated. The second stage of 
firing lasted for about two hours, during which the temperature increased to 500-600°C. The third stage lasted for 
three hours, and in this stage the interior of the kiln would reach temperatures of 1000-1100ºC In the final stage, these 
high temperatures were maintained for a further couple of hours. The flames passed through the firebox and the firing 
chamber until reaching the roof and exiting via the four holes. The women supervised the status of the loaded wares 
by observing the interior of the firing chamber through the holes in the domed roof, using a small ladder to reach them. 
They also tested the firing with samples, placing an unfired piece in one of the holes and removing it with an iron 
hook after a few hours of firing.
After the firing, the kiln was allowed to cool before opening the door, ensuring that the temperature dropped slowly. 
The process of removing the fired ceramic wares was known as deshornar; this commenced five hours after the firing 
had finished and involved all members of the family. Prior to unloading the kiln, the potter would begin to tear down 
the temporary seal covering the door of the firing chamber in order to lose some of the heat accumulated in the interior. 
About three hours after performing this operation, the men and women finally extracted the wares via the same 
opening through which they had been loaded. Once outside, the wares were spread out in the courtyard of the house 
and workshop, and an inventory taken. Then they were prepared for sale, grouped by type, and stored in a small room 
located outside the house in the courtyard, near to the kiln.
4. By way of conclusion
As we have seen, the oral information helped clarify certain aspects that had remained somewhat unclear following 
a study of the documents. It was of particular interest to gain a more direct knowledge of some of the stages in the 
production process, such as the extraction and processing of clay, procurement of fuel, production techniques and the 
tools used during the process. 
We have also been able to distinguish the work performed by the master potters, who extracted the clay, shaped 
the wares and fired them, from the tasks that were left to the apprentices, usually their children, or the women, who 
participated in the extraction of raw materials, prepared the clay, laid out the wares to dry and helped the potter to load 
and unload the kiln and to decorate the wares.
Although most of the stages in the operational chain were performed by women, both written and oral sources 
make it clear that women potters in Jiménez de Jamuz never worked at the wheel, and this remains true today, with 
the exception of one woman potter.
This circumstance differs considerably from the situation in other parts in the northwest of the Iberian Peninsula; 
in some centres of pottery production with a similar tradition, such as the towns of Santo Tomás de las Ollas in El 
Bierzo, Pereruela in Zamora, Malpica in Galicia and Barcelos in Portugal, the potter's wheel was worked equally by 
men and women.
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